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‘‘Around many economic and social needs, co- 
operative organizations can be formed which will 
have the combined effect of creating community. 
Co-operatives of all kinds will have the effect of 
turning a neighbourhood inward to discover its 
own resources and start the services required. The 
co-operative idea, of self-help, sharing common 
interests and needs, can be the social adhesive 
holding an urban area together and transforming — 
it into community.’’ 


Alex Laidlaw 


Co-operatives — businesses owned and controlled by 
the people who use them — have been an important part of 
our economic and social fabric since before Confederation. 
Today the role of co-ops is expanding to include everything 
from farm machinery to daycare and housing. In recognition 
of the important role of co-operatives, the Prime Minister 
has given me special responsibility for the co-op sector. 


Since then, the federal government has announced 
the establishment of a Co-operatives Secretariat. The 
Secretariat is a focal point for the federal government’s 
involvement with the co-operative sector. By playing a 
coordinating role, the Secretariat makes it easier for 
co-operatives to share their ideas and concerns with 
policy makers. 


Representatives of co-ops offer advice to government 
on policies and issues through an Advisory Committee to 
the Minister. An Interdepartmental Committee of senior 
officials from government departments has also been 
established to develop and coordinate federal policy 
relating to co-operatives. 


Co-operatives are very important to our economy. 
Four out of ten Canadians are co-op members. Over 
70,000 people have jobs in the co-op sector. The assets 
of over 3,100 financial co-operatives are worth more 
than $60 billion. There are about 3,500 commercial 
co-operatives in Canada and their sales total over 
$15 billion a year. 


Co-ops have always made an important contribution 
to Canadian society. The federal government is pleased to 
work with co-operatives to ensure that this unique type 
of enterprise continues to play an important role in 
Canada’s economic and social growth. 
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Honourable Charles Mayer 

Minister of State 

Responsible for the 
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What is the Co-operatives 
Secretariat? 


The Co-ops Secretariat is an agency established 
in 1987 to help the federal government respond 
more effectively to the concerns and needs of 
co-operatives. 


The basic aims of the Secretariat are to advise 
the government on policies affecting co-operatives, 
to co-ordinate the implementation of such policies, 
and to act as a catalyst for the promotion of co-ops 
in Canada. The Secretariat also provides a link 
between co-operatives and the many federal 
organizations with which they interact. 


The formation of the Secretariat came in 
response to the recommendation of the National 
Task Force on Co-operative Development for a 
co-op affairs mechanism within the federal govern- 
ment. It is a clear indication of the federal commit- 
ment to co-operative growth and represents an 
acknowledgement of their vital contribution to 
Canada’s economic and social development. 


Why establish a Co-ops 
Secretariat? 


For many reasons. First, co-ops provide Cana- 
dians with an important alternative to conventional 
organizations in both the public and private sectors. 


Operated on the basis of one member/one 
vote, co-ops treat all members in an equitable man- 
ner, regardless of member capital investment. As 
democratic organizations, co-ops call for and value 
the active involvement of members in decision- 
making at many levels. As organizations rooted in 
the community, co-ops are sensitive to the needs, 
problems and aspirations of the community. 


For these reasons, and because co-ops have 
shown themselves to be competitive, efficient and 
innovative, the Secretariat places a high priority on 
making more Canadians more appreciative of the 
co-op alternative. 


Secondly, the co-op sector has become a large 
and dynamic segment of the Canadian economy 
since its emergence in the mid-1800s. Co-operatives 
play significant roles in all regions of the country 
and in key industries, including agriculture, financial 
services and retailing. 


Over forty percent of adult Canadians belong 
to at least one co-op. In Saskatchewan, the figure 
is closer to eighty percent, and in Quebec it’s 
almost sixty percent. About 70,000 Canadians are 
employed in this sector, with thousands of others 
contributing their skills and experience as elected 
officials and in other volunteer positions. 


Literally tens of thousands of jobs have been 
generated by the construction of co-op housing 
units. And several co-operative organizations are 
numbered among the country’s largest businesses. 
The total assets of Canadian co-operatives are in 
excess of $60 billion. 


Such a potent economic force cannot be ignorec 
by the federal government. The Secretariat is the 
instrument through which the needs, problems, 
priorities, and special features of co-operatives are 
kept before the federal government, thus facilitating 
the formation of appropriate policies. 


“Other movements have a high social aim; 
other movements have a broad business basis; 
co-operation alone has both.”’ 


Alfred Marshal 


Thirdly, in spite of the size of the co-op sector, 
there are major opportunities for growth. 


Worker co-ops, for example, remain 
undeveloped in most regions of Canada, even 
though they have demonstrated a variety of 
benefits, including higher productivity, more har- 
monious labour-management relations, more stable 
employment patterns, and increased work satisfaction, 
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Similarly, health care co-ops have been able to 
provide high quality health care at lower cost, but 
only a small portion of the Canadian population 
belongs to them. 


And, although co-operatives are already a 
force in the fishing industry, there remains signifi- 
cant untapped potential. The same holds true for 
child-care co-ops. 


Co-operators wanting to develop these and 
other types of non-traditional co-ops need timely 
and relevant information and advice. The Secretariat 
pledges to do all that it can to provide such 
assistance and to create a supportive environment 
for co-op growth. 


Finally, the Secretariat was organized out of a 
need for a co-ordinating mechanism within the 
federal government. 


Many departments and agencies are involved 
with co-ops and offer a wide spectrum of services. 
In addition, provincial governments maintain a 
variety of structures, ranging from a full department 
of co-operatives in one province to small regulatory 
agencies in others. Some provinces have created 
specific programs to aid co-op development. 

Clearly, a structure was needed within the 
federal government that would co-ordinate its actions 
regarding co-ops. It would also serve as a contact 
point to which co-operators and provincial officials 
could go for initial information and guidance. The 
Co-ops Secretariat is that structure. 


“Third Sector enterprises (neither public nor private 
in the conventional sense) have recorded con- 
siderable growth throughout the industrial world in 
the last decade. Being neither individually owned 
private firms, nor government-sponsored crown cor- 
porations, co-operative enterprises represent an 
innovative mixture of the private interest and the 
public good.”’ 


Newfoundland Royal 
Commission on Employment 
and Unemployment 


What services does the 
Secretariat provide? 


We have already touched on some. Generally, 
they can be categorized as follows: 


— public awareness and information — the 
Secretariat makes available information on co-operatives 
in Canada and abroad, including information on the 
latest technical innovations. Statistical data, compiled 
in such documents as Co-operation in Canada, an 
annual Secretariat publication, is of particular benefit 
to co-operators, researchers and policy-makers. 
Information of a more general nature is compiled 
and disseminated in order to foster greater public 
awareness and understanding of co-operatives and 
government policies that deal with co-ops. 


The Secretariat monitors the literature in 
governments, universities and libraries for informa- 
tion that is current and relevant. From time to time, 
studies are conducted or commissioned on the 
social, technical and economic aspects of co- 
operation and the reports are made available to 
interested parties. 


The Secretariat encourages co-ops to 
share their insights and experience with other 
co-operatives and government agencies. 


Staff are available on request to speak at con- 
ferences, seminars and workshops to explain the 
role of co-operatives in economic and social 
development and to clarify related government 
policies. 


— advice and training — the Secretariat is 
dedicated to helping the co-op sector overcome the 
challenges which confront it. It is prepared to 
advise potential co-operators on all facets of co-op 
development, from start-up questions to finance and 
taxation questions to legal questions, as well as 
questions related to organizational development. If 
unable to help, officers will refer co-operators to 
agencies or individuals who can. 


The training of co-operators in both the 
technical and ‘‘soft’’ skills is essential. It enables 


co-operative organizations to take advantage of 
opportunities, expand into new areas, while remain- 
ing true to the principles upon which they were 
founded. Enterprises and organizations which pride 
themselves on being democratic need people with 
skills in democratic decision-making as well as 
financial management. 


The Secretariat places a high priority on 
encouraging co-operators to acquire these skills. 
Fortunately, there are a number of centres in most 
regions of the country where excellent co-op train- 
ing is available. 


“Economic democracy ts at the heart of the 
co-operative vision — giving people a real say in 
the social and economic decisions affecting their 
lives.”’ 


National Task Force on 
Co-operative Development 


— support and co-ordination — the Secretariat 
supports the Minister responsible for co-operatives 
and assists various governmental committees and 
task forces. It makes sure, through consultation, 
that the views of co-operatives and relevant provin- 
cial government agencies are known and under- 
stood at the federal level. It assists in policy 
development and evaluates the potential impact on 
co-ops of proposed legislation and programs. It 
also helps to identify funding sources for joint 
co-op/government ventures. 


The Secretariat supports the work of co-op 
associations, at both the national and international 
levels, and is available to assit co-operators in 
developing countries. 
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How is the Secretariat 
organized? 


With a staff of nine, the Secretariat is a small 
but flexible organization within the Government of 
Canada. The Executive Director is drawn from the 
co-op sector under the Interchange Canada Program 
and works closely with the Minister responsible for 
co-ops. The work of the Secretariat is divided 
among three divisions — the Anglophone Co-op Ser- 
vices Division, the Francophone Co-op Services Divi- 
sion and a Data Services Division. 


How can | get in touch with 
the Secretariat? 

By writing to: 

Co-operatives Secretariat, 

10" Floor, 

Sir John Carling Building, 

Ottawa, K1A OC5. 

or by: 


TEL: (613) 995-4787 
FAX: (613) 996-9564 
TELEX: 053-3283 


Do not hesitate to contact the Secretariat for 
information. It’s there to serve you. 
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